Is There a Future for Library Catalogers?
Michael A. Cerbo II University of Rhode Island There has been a great multitude of material written on the future of cataloging. For the past thirty years this debate has increased with the continued growth of online resources and greater access to the World Wide Web. Do library administrators believe budgetary resources would be better spent on other matters? Would the patron be left with an overabundance of electronic information to muddle through on their own, or rely on computer experts, rather than the library catalog and librarians? In fact, is there even a need for a library catalog? "Today, a large and growing number of students and scholars routinely bypass library catalogs in favor of other discovery tools, and the library catalog represents a shrinking proportion of the universe of scholarly information." 1 Others see the role of catalogers changing to meet these new demands.
One report from the University of California Libraries states "If we wish to remain a contender in the information marketplace, we need to incorporate efficient ways for obtaining, creating and exporting metadata. We must respond to demands to enrich our data in new ways, to add value and provide unique services to our users, without draining our budget." 2 As technology continues to change and information is gathered from a plethora of sources that once were unimaginable, librarians continue to adapt so as to meet the needs of those researchers, students, teachers and the general public. In so doing, the librarians knowledge and workload is consistently shifting to keep up with the latest information technology, including databases, electronic resources, repositories, web searches, online
catalogs, e-books, and more. The debate over the need for catalogers, cataloging principles and set rules in this new "Google age" of key word searching and web browsing brings forth the real question of the necessity of cataloging. Is there a need for library catalogers that there once was?
One report from the Library of Congress states that "…the future of library control 'will be collaborative, decentralized, international in scope, and Web-based.'" 3 Others see the need for cataloging more today than ever. Michael Gorman, past president of the American Library
Association sees the digital age as a great opportunity for catalogers, with the library of the future having an "…integrated catalog into all aspects of its programs and services." process: 'it is difficult for machines to make determinations of this nature, even if they have access to a complete automated dictionary and thesaurus.'" 6 All of a university's theses, faculty publications, student projects, institution research, gray literature and more can be placed online for users to access, but if that information is not easily retrievable, the benefit of having all of that information together is lost. organizing the vast resources of information available and utilizing the standardized descriptive access tools in guiding researchers to materials that might otherwise not have been found. 8 As
Copeland states "…RDA is a content standard intended for the digital age." 9 RDA is seen as an additional tool to aid the cataloger in supplying the right information in the right format to the researchers or patrons who deem the information of value. In this quest to aid in the searching of information, the cataloger also provides subject analysis, controlled vocabulary and classification information to the metadata, enhancing access to a multitude of digital and non-digital resources.
This new approach of RDA and updates to other cataloging standards comes during lean budgetary times. The library cataloger of today is the one that is often seen as expendable. This was described as "…activities such as descriptive and subject cataloging and authority control...This indicates that traditional cataloging tasks and practices are still highly relevant and are being integrated with the activities of metadata creation and electronic resource management that characterize the key roles that metadata professionals play in the digital environment." 13 This shows that cataloging knowledge must be integrated into job descriptions for current and future development and maintenance of digital data.
It remains clear that the future of cataloging appears to be in flux, with much work to be done and less and less resources to do that work. One goal of RDA is to help the understaffed, overworked cataloger meet the new demands of a digital age. When library administrators deal with personnel shortages in almost every department -it seems less likely that a cataloging position will be filled. RDA might help to streamline the cataloging process, allowing the cataloger to work more efficiently on large quantities of data and focus less on the craft of individual record building. Could it be that what Osborn wrote in 1941 might begin to happen early in the 21 st Century, "Cataloging does not need to call for so much craftsmanship. In point of fact, the less a cataloger is a craftsman pure and simple, the more room there is for him to be just an excellent librarian." 14 An excellent librarian -this is what catalogers are and will continue to be in the future.
The need for catalogers is growing, now more than ever, but will there be librarians that are willing to take on this rewarding task? It is evident that the abilities of the modern cataloger are necessary in this environment of rapidly growing collections of information. Whether library administrators will take advantage of the skills catalogers provide to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of metadata access is a crucial question. The current "information age" is useless if those that need the information are not able to retrieve it. Catalogers are the link in the chain that helps get the information where it needs to be.
